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Abstract

LONG WALK IN FLIGHT SCHOOL
By William H. May IV M.F.A.
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2005

Major Director: James T. Long
Chair, Photography and Film

Long Walk In Flight School is a document intended to complement a diverse body
of artwork, including photographs, giclée prints, animation, and a twenty two page book of
images. The main focus of the text is to discuss two types of exchange; my energy with
tools in exchange for an object or event, which is then exchanged in the imagination of the
audience for something else, a hybrid thing. These exchanges are part of the performance
or presentation of the work. Beginning with a brief description of intent at the start of
graduate school, it traces my development as an artist over a two-year period, highlighting
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vi
shifts in my thinking and activity during that time. Finally, it describes my thesis artwork
as a set of potential narratives that are conceptually related but visually diverse.
This document was created with Microsoft Word for Mac, version 11.0.

Introduction

I began work at VCU in the fall of 2003. At that time I had already established a
body of work using photography, dealing with issues related to ambiguous content, the
edge of the frame, the decisive moment, and cinematic construction (fig. 1-3). A few of
many influences were the photographers Hiroshi Sugimoto, Sally Mann, William Klein,
and Philip Lorca-Dicorcia. I had seen all their work at various times: Sugimoto’s long
exposures of seascapes in the “Regarding Beauty” show in Washington D.C., Mann’s
“Immediate Family” in Richmond, Virginia, Klein’s enlarged contact sheets in
Charlottesville, Virginia, and Philip Lorca Dicorcia’s street work in galleries in New
York.
While it was clear to me that each of these artists was pursuing a distinctive way
of making and thinking about art, I was also acutely aware of my own limited knowledge
regarding contemporary art practice and critical theory. I enrolled in graduate school to
increase my comprehension of critical issues regarding art, and by doing so I hoped to
increase my skill in the communication of concepts regarding my work and thought.
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Between States

During my first semester at VCU I made large format black and white fiber-based
prints, 16x20 and 20x24 inches in dimension. I would set up scenarios as theatrical stills,
often alluding to a melodrama or film noir, including a simple action like striking a match
in the darkness as a subject (fig. 4). As the semester progressed Paul Thulin introduced
me to contemporary critical writing. The readings included works by Roland Barthes,
A.D. Coleman, Jeff Wall, Susan Sontag, Walter Benjamin, Joel Eisinger, and Andy
Grundberg. They outlined a number of issues regarding photographic history,
contemporary photographic practice, and the implications of a world inundated by ever
increasing amounts of imagery. A quote by Joel Eisinger from the book Trace and
Transformation (p. 270) was particularly to the point regarding art and photography.
“The tensions between postmodernism and
modernism are of the same kind as the tension in
photography between trace and transformation. The
photograph is neither one nor the other, but both.”

This idea of simultaneous states would become a cornerstone in my thinking as
the next two years passed, eventually expanding from a duality to include a multiplicity
of qualities inherent in my work and others. A painting seminar with Bonnie Collura
introduced a number of spatial and architectural concepts, contemporary sculptural and
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painting practices, and conceptual strategies. I was particularly struck by a quote in
Folding In Architecture, in a section by Gregg Lynn entitled “Architectural
Curvilinearity: the Folded, the Pliant, and the Supple”. (p. 12)
“Computer technology is capable of constructing
intermediate images between any two fixed points resulting
in a smooth transformation. These smooth effects calculate
with probability the interstitial figures between fixed
figures. Furthermore, the morphing process is flexible
enough that multiple between states are possible”
It was the concept of multiple between states that made clear the idea of
continuity within variegation. In other words, an artist did not need to produce
homogenous imagery to make sense. Instead, one could successfully maintain continuity
while presenting diverse forms. For instance, videos, photographs, and drawings may all
be different, but they all depict something. It is not so much the physical properties of the
objects or the physiological action required to construct them as how the edge of one
might somehow belong to the middle of another, as in a Venn diagram, or montage. Their
relatedness was more important than their differences. By allowing myself more latitude
in how I imagined one of these things as belonging to the other, in a kind of combinatory
play or overlap, I could open new entrances and exits in the definitions that I had a habit
of making. However, it would be over a year before I could find a way to express these
new ways of thinking in my work.
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Other Arrangements

By the second semester I felt I needed to expand my activity in some way, to step
away from making the type of pictures that I had produced during my first semester and
prior to graduate school, as well as to incorporate some of the information I was receiving
from my instructors. I requested an independent study with Paul Thulin and began a body
of work related to a mythology. After several too-literal false starts in choosing a
representative object, I settled on a flock of birds as a way to depict simplicity,
multiplicity, and movement in time (fig. 5). I felt that my physical activity of making
pictures needed to change as well. I had become so used to staging for the 4x5 camera
and to using a particular type of black and white film that there was little spontaneity in
my photography. I minimized my use of a darkroom, returned to using a 35mm camera,
and utilized color film, scanners and inkjet printers to produce prints.
I photographed as I traveled during that semester, generating thousands of images.
Whether I was driving to school, in a classroom, walking around campus, or flying on a
commercial airliner, I was making pictures. In addition to using a camera, I took
extensive notes regarding concepts, fragments of ideas, and made small sketches to
illustrate possible constructions.
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I began to group the pictures I was making into diptychs (fig. 6), perhaps as a
visual representation of Eisinger’s trace and transformation. This proved to be a
successful but ultimately rigid strategy. The narrative implied by pairing the images was
initially interesting, but finally too limited in effect. Although one could begin to generate
narrative, the formality of the arrangement allowed no flexibility. The most useful
thinking to emerge from the experiment was the idea of a flock of birds as an object. It
was the first flexible model that I consciously used to generate pictures, and it would
prove to be a thematic touchstone for future work, primarily because as a symbol it can
be described as both unified and consisting of multiple elements.
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Good Enough

I continued to generate pictures over the summer of 2004 while in Charlottesville,
Virginia; London, England; and Edinburgh, Scotland. My travel to various locations
would later prove to be part of the content of the work in terms of transition, but as I
entered my third semester I was still struggling with ideas of arrangement and sequence.
A critical theory class with Morris Yarowsky introduced me to several important thinkers
including Donald Kuspit and Jean Baudrillard. The impact of several readings began to
sink in, most notably Kuspits “Signs of Psyche in Modern and Postmodern Art”. As
Kuspit states in The Good Enough Artist (p.295):
What is at stake in the difference between the avant-garde
artist and the good enough artist is an entirely different
sense of being in the world. That is the avant-garde artist
conceives the world in the same grandiose terms as he
conceives himself, pitting himself against it as one giant
against another. In contrast, the good enough artist is less
interested in doing battle to death with the world--or until
successful in it--as in finding a satisfactory way of relating
to it, a way at once critical and intimate. The world is
neither friend nor enemy, but the ground of self-realization,
that is, self-differentiation or individuation. This is not so
much a matter of reconciling with society, as of realizing
that there is no sense of self without it. (295)
For me this passage highlighted a considerable amount of romantic thinking on
my part. I had isolated myself from society in much the same way as the avant-garde
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artist described in the above passage. Although I was partially aware of my tendency to
romanticize the role of an artist in society, Kuspits argument helped me to realize how I
defined myself in terms of practice and production. I was able to see much of my work as
too introspective or dramatic. Moreover, it seemed to me that I was avoiding potential
conflict with my peers and the larger world by constructing a false story of self that was
overly heroic. These realizations were a significant step away from a self-imposed set of
rules and towards a much more complex and open set of possibilities.
I began to go back to my earlier construction of diptychs, and found that several images
were interesting to me individually. They were simple but not locatable in terms of place
of origin (fig. 7-9). They were “good enough”, maintaining a considered balance between
trace and transformation, allowing the development of a flexible narrative in relation to
the picture. Resolving this body of work allowed me to continue working with a renewed
sense of potential.
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Exchanges

An important step in my thinking regarding depiction occurred during a trip to New York
to see Lee Bontecou’s show at MOMA Queens. In the museum’s pamphlet there is a
quote of Bontecou discussing drawing during a lecture at Skowhegan School of Painting
and Sculpture in the summer of 1988.
“Drawing helped just for pleasure, but also for engineering.
You can solve an awful lot of problems with drawing…. I
can’t stress drawing enough. It can get your imagination
moving, and you can work from your inner world rather
than always the external world.”
This quote reminded me of the power of drawing, and its ability to quickly
delineate ideas. I considered my earlier sketches, and began to sketch out my thinking
more often, considering these drawings as photographs of imagination, impossible to
generate with a camera but easy to classify as depiction (fig. 10). This led to several
breakthroughs in my thinking regarding photography. I no longer felt limited to one type
of depiction, but felt free to manipulate a photograph as I would a drawing. Erasing,
combining, and rearranging became part of a conscious strategy both within individual
pieces and as part of larger arrangements of work. This practice is represented by the
series Memorial, the forty-four-page book entitled Long Walk, and the short animation
Flight School.
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The series Memorial (fig 11) is a series of giclée prints. In these portraits the
sitter’s face has been obscured by what appears to be a kind of static. The viewer is able
to recognize the traditional portrait by finding a faint outline of a head and shoulders, but
is never able to fully see the features of the face that is depicted. On one level this
deliberate interruption of seeing is a reference to memory. As we travel through time
rather than space, we are forced to reconstruct what we remember. The photograph is the
most common aid to this reconstruction, but when it is interrupted the trace of what was
in front of the lens is lost, leaving us with the implication of a presence but no way to
finish our task of seeing.
The book format of Long Walk (figs.12-13) allowed me to combine photographs
that I had collected, portions of three other books from the early 1900’s, and photographs
that I had made over the last four years. I approached the book as a multi-level structure
that employed little text, instead relying on a set of visual associations. It is a fixed but
flexible object that refers to several lines of narrative without entering into an endgame of
explanation. Although there are references to a journey, weather, and several images of
what could be termed characters, I wanted to permit a story with floating potential rather
than a fixed arc of progression. Though the pairing of pages refers back to some of my
earlier arrangements, the book form allows associations to be unfolded at the viewer’s
own pace and inclination.
The short animation Flight School (fig.14) consists of the projection of a face onto a
rectangle of Plexiglas. The face, against a still background of blue sky with white clouds,
has a flapping moustache situated over its lips. The soundtrack consists of birds chirping,
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ducks quacking, and the whistle of a wind that rises and falls in intensity. This absurd
representation of flight grew out of a series of still photographs that were then stitched
together to form an animated picture. The moustache placed over the lips is a reference to
the difficulties of speaking about the creative process, and its inherent mystery. A
passage by Lewis Hyde in The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property (p.280)
is directly related to this particular work.
The root of our English word ‘mystery’ is a Greek verb,
muein, which means to close the mouth. Dictionaries tend
to explain the connection by pointing out that the initiates
to ancient mysteries were sworn to silence, but the root
may also indicate, it seems to me, that what the initiate
learns at a mystery cannot be talked about. It can be shown,
it can be witnessed or revealed, it cannot be explained.
All of these pieces were constructed as types of interruption, where sight, speech, or
definitive storyline are partially or totally unavailable. The audience must develop their
own narrative explanation in relation to the object and their experience of it.
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Field of View

My intent for my thesis show was to present a body of work that had both
continuity and diversity. By presenting a book, six color photographs, two black and
white giclées, and a short animation, I represented themes of transition, narrative, and
memory in conceptually related but visually diverse forms. (fig 15-18) This diversity
represents a complex structure that is not hierarchical, but interrelated in terms of what
Gilles Deleuze describes as lines in the book Negotiations (p. 160-161).
I tend to think of things as sets of lines to be unraveled, but
also to be made to intersect. I don’t like points; I think it’s
stupid summing things up. Lines aren’t things running
between two points; points are where several lines
intersect. Lines never run uniformly, and points are nothing
but inflections of lines. More generally, it’s not beginnings
and ends that count, but middles. Things and thoughts
advance or grow out from the middle, and that’s where you
have to get to work, that’s where everything unfolds. So a
multilinear complex can fold back on itself with
intersections and inflections that interconnect philosophy,
the history of philosophy, history in general, the sciences,
and the arts. As though these are so many twists in the path
of something moving through space like a whirlwind that
can materialize at any point.
After reading Deleuze, I now think of a photograph as a point on a line of activity.
In addition, I imagine that all of these lines describe folds within fields of interpretation.
Artists arrange and audiences rearrange. Each set of actions is an expression of possible

12
outcomes from an infinite set of choices. In order to make sense of this infinite set, we
must limit our choices. These actions, or folds, are the limits that allow meaning to arise.
While these limitations are necessary to make sense, they encourage easy and often
limited readings. When we expect language to represent a depiction in any form, we
easily conflate explanation with implication. I am interested in positioning the visual
arrangement as a precursor to knowing, parallel to the conditioned explicatory narrative,
but never fully realized through the use of language. I attempted this not to avoid
certainty but to highlight the limits of explanation, and to present depiction as a set of
potential narrative lines in a field of interrelated elements.
In the book Interviews 1 (p. 214-215), by curator Hans Ulrich Obrist, the
musician Brian Eno talks about a variation of this in terms of planting seeds.
HUO: So it is a complex dynamic system that grows?
BE: That’s right. Instead of building a house - which is the
way classical symphonic composition saw itself: building a
cathedral - instead of doing that it is like designing a seed.
You plant it and it grows into something.
HUO: This time-based idea also makes me think of Gordon
Pask and the architect Cedric Price.
BE: You know, they both came to talk to us at Ipswich;
those ideas really took root in me; the idea that an artist
didn’t finish a work but started it. You design the beginning
of something, and the process of releasing the work is the
process of planting it in the culture and seeing what
happens to it.

Obrist and Deleuze are referring to similar types of organization, non-local, specific, and
continuous. The overlap between the object presented by the artist and the interpretation
of it by the audience is comparable to a seed planted and then harvested. I see it as two
distinct but interconnected activities. The point of overlap seems to be the object, but it
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never actually connects the artist and audience. I believe language and depiction are
parallel in an exchange of this nature. Each is capable of generating and referring to the
other, but they are never the same. Instead, there is a complex cross-pollination between
the two. After considering these ideas, the flock of birds that I had chosen a year before
seemed to be an appropriate example of complexity and unity, depending upon one’s
field of view.
“The men of experiment are like the ant, they only collect
and use; the reasoners resemble spiders, who make
cobwebs out of their own substance. But the bee takes a
middle course: it gathers its material from the flowers of
the garden and of the field, but transforms and digests it by
a power of its own. Not unlike this is the true business of
philosophy; for it neither relies solely or chiefly on the
powers of the mind, nor does it take the matter which it
gathers from natural history and mechanical experiments
and lay it up in the memory whole, as it finds it; but lays it
up in the understanding altered and digested.”2

2

Bacon, Francis. Novum Organum: The Works (Vol. VIII). James Spedding,
Robert Leslie Ellis, Douglas Denon Heath, Ed. Boston: Taggard and
Thompson. 1863. (1620)
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Conclusions

We name according to our needs. We actively organize how we see the world. If
we have an apple that is rotten, it is rotten in terms of our need for food. That is the
measurement we apply to it, in terms of usefulness, of function. The same is true of our
definitions of art, which are as malleable as anything else, and always subject to how we
tell ourselves the story.
I now think of the making and showing of art as a series of exchanges that will
occur. My energy with tools in exchange for an object or event, which is then exchanged
in the imagination of the audience for something else, a hybrid thing. Even if the
audience rejects the object as irrelevant and pushes away, it is a type of exchange. This
exchange is part of the performance, part of the presentation. There is the exchange that
occurs when a set of activities associated with one discipline is applied to another, like
culinary theory to architecture.3 All of these activities have no real end, but are
continually moving. The more permeable a definition is, the more vulnerable it is. Yet
what some might call relativism is an opportunity to experience something familiar as
renewed, more flexible for its expanded set of relationships.
,
3

Greg Lynn, “Architectural Curvilinearity: The Folded, the Pliant and the Supple,”
Folding In Architecture (London: Academy Editions, 1993).
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I see the studies that I have pursued over the last two years as the beginning of a
new phase of understanding and making work. It was necessary for me to make mistakes,
enter into dead ends, and then learn to adjust to those conditions. Although my studies
allowed me to gain critical knowledge regarding contemporary practice and criticism, it
also highlighted a condition of working as a professional artist. The real challenge is to
find my voice in order to make work that is both unique and meaningful to others. It has
less to do with a marketplace and more to do with how I find a way to make the work.
Lewis Hyde speaks of this in the conclusion of his book The Gift (1979 p. 276).
“The artist who hopes to market work that is the
realization of his gifts cannot begin with the market. He
must create for himself that gift-sphere in which the work is
made, and only when he knows the work to be a faithful
realization of his gift should he turn to see if it has currency
in that other economy. Sometimes it does, sometimes it
doesn’t.”
Most of us experience of art mediated by institutions that have a vested interest in
maintaining a hierarchy regarding the importance of various artistic behaviors and the
resultant artifacts. In my view, the task of the artist is to maintain a considered tension
between an internal vision and the individual viewer’s institutionally socialized
expectations of art and art making. I believe that my final exhibition of work was an
appropriate expression of various lines within the same thematic field; visually diverse,
conceptually unified, and balanced between internal and external concerns. I imagine my
future exhibitions as temporary arrangements of form: flexible, potentially valuable, but
always presented in relation to the exchange of a gift passing from one person to another.
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